CHAPTER 172 


October 11, 2011 


“.,.| swore l’d rather die than see those ceiling tiles again.” 


Justin woke up, pain shooting throughout his body in a room he had all but grown 
accustomed to over the last few months. He didn’t remember much of what had 
happened, at least not the minor details, but he did know that he had woken up ina 
hospital bed. That sterile smell, that white color to everything, the fact that his 
clothes felt looser than usual, signifying he had been changed into a hospital gown. 
You know something; who the hell was in charge of changing people into the gown 
when they were knocked out? How shitty must be your life to have to change 
people for them as a living? Whatever, that wasn’t important. What was important 
was Justin had waken up in a hospital bed with a splitting headache and a funny 
feeling in his stomach. He couldn’t say it hurt or anything, he just kind of felt out of 
it; an almost weightless sensation shooting throughout his body as he slowly 
flickered his eyes open to the waking world. He tried to push himself up to sit up, 
though that didn’t really work to well with him almost instantly collapsing back 
down on the bed. Despite feeling so week, so weightless, the moment he tried to 
support himself up from the bed, he felt like he weighed a million pounds. Like he 
were a magnet and the bed he had awoken on steel. 


Not that it really mattered, the moment he started to stir in his bed, he was 
practically ambushed by a tugging sensation at his neck. Seemed he wasn’t alone in 
the room, though it was hard to take in the fact that everyone was here with Maya 
practically choking him out from behind. Justin didn’t understand what was going 
on, but she did; and it scared her half to death. Everything had happened all over 
again; the fire, the hospital, her dragging Justin out of the flames. It felt like an 
exact repeat of what had happened back in California. She was practically frozen in 
fear the whole night through as she watched over Justin, praying to god that the 
heavens have mercy on his soul. It wasn’t like he was injured or anything, and the 
doctors told her he’d be just fine; but if there was anything Maya had lived by in all 
her life it was that you should never trust a doctor to tell you the truth. The moment 
Justin opened his eyes, twitching in her bed, she could feel her hear skip a beat. She 
almost immediately jumped up to hug Justin the best she could from that angle; and 
that was by wrapping her arms around his throat. Tears were running down her 
cheeks like a waterfall; her mouth wide open as she bawled like a baby, latching 
into dear life to Justin, as if she were afraid to let go of him. Justin was very much 
confused... And also kind of in pain as her arms squeezed tighter and tighter around 
his throat. He needed that to breathe you know. 


“UGH! Maya- Can’t- Breathe-!” Justin choked up, trying to get air into his lungs as 
her grip on him tightened like a pythion. Even with it becoming increasingly clear 


that Justin couldn’t breathe, it took a moment for Maya to loosen her hold on him. 
She didn’t want what had happened to happen all over again; to see Justin narrow 
escaping the same fate again had gripped her with a terror unlike any other. 
Perhaps that was why she was reluctant to let go of him, as if letting go would just 
allow Justin to slip away from her, right through her fingers. Maya slowly pushed 
herself away from Justin, fingers still seeming to reach out to him as she slowly tried 
to regain her composure, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her hoodie, sniffing a 
bit as she tried to stop herself from crying. 


“See, | told you he’d be fine.” Justin coughed a couple of times as he tried to reopen 
his airwaves after Maya damn near smuttered him to death, eyes darting about the 
room with curiosity as he slowly turned on his side, trying to at the very least face 
the group. Justin wasn’t kidding earlier when he said everyone was there. Yu, Maya, 
Chie; Yosuke, Yukiko, Kanji, and Rise. Hell even Naoto was there, though she didn’t 
seem to understand what was going on. Justin was hoping that meant she was 
unaware of the fact that he had tried to murder her in her sleep. The only one 
missing was Kurt; though that was probably because the others didn’t really have 
much in the means of contacting him. Maya had his number, but you know. Mute. 
He rubbed his forehead a bit as he returned his stare to Yu, who was simply smiling 
from across the room. Justin had to wonder how long they had been here. They all 
knew he didn’t like people watching him, making a big deal whenever he managed 
to hurt himself. Though he supposed that was his punishment for being a 
pyromaniac. 


“Note to self; hide the booze.” Justin remarked sarcastically, groaning a bit as he 
rolled over to stare at everyone’s face. It was strange; their eyes expressed 
concern, but their mouths shouted joy. Perhaps it was just the contrast of emotion 
that caught Justin off guard. Maybe it was just the fact that anyone gave a damn. He 
had been under the impression no one cared about him... After all, with the way 
they just threw him under the bus, surely they must have hated him. But here they 
were, smiling at him kindly as they sighed with relief. The sun was shining through 
the window which only served to confuse Justin more. He was still in a bit of a daze, 
and his memory was a little fuzzy, but he could have swore today was Tuesday; 
shouldn’t everyone have been at school? Why risk getting their asses chewed out 
just because Justin had reached his emotional limit? Chie was quick to run up to 
Justin’s bedside, much like Maya a moment earlier. But unlike Maya, instead of 
hugging him, she slapped him upside the head. 


“Hey, that’s not funny! Do you have any idea how worried about you we were!” 
Chie scolded Justin as he placed the palm of his hand against his skull, his brain 
screaming out with the pain of a million knives splitting his mind in half. Of all the 
places she could have smacked him, it had to be the backside of his skull. Justin 
groaned a bit with pain, eyes scrunching up a bit as if just closing his eyes would 
numb the pain. Chie immediately felt bad about smacking him, realizing he was still 
in a lot of pain; partially because Maya had started to glare at her from across the 


bed. She also called her a couple of unpleasant names in sign-language; but Chie 
didn’t really know sign-language so it went right over her head. Yosuke got it of 
course, or at least one would assume given the way he had started to blush with 
embarrassment. Maya was never one to blow her fuse like that around people; hell, 
she was one of the most timid people Yosuke had ever met. This was certainly 
painting Maya in a whole new light. 


“Hey, hey, relax.” Yu tried to calm Chie down, motioning towards her with a 
stopping motion of his hand. Chie sighed a bit, hanging her head with shame. She 
was just really worried is all; she didn’t mean to make whatever Justin’s injuries 
were worse. Justin pushed his hand out, shaking it a bit in an attempt at calming her 
down even just a little bit. He wasn’t mad at her for smacking him; hell, he kinda of 
deserved it. Even if she didn’t know; which he doubted was the case. The way 
everyone was looking at him... He could tell they were all aware of what had 
happened... Well, minus Naoto. Which was strange, because you think she would 
have noticed a racket going on outside her house with the fire and the shots being 
fired and everything. Yet despite everyone knowing he had attempted homicide, 
they just kept smiling at him. Justin wasn’t sure whether he should feel relieved or 
confused. Hell maybe even frightened. “How you doing? The doctor said you were 
just tired, but we thought we’d check up on you anyway.” Yu smiled warmly at 
Justin. 


Justin’s eyes darted about the room, curiously trying to decipher the mystery behind 
their cheery attitudes. If there was nothing wrong with him, why had the insisted on 
Skipping school just to crowd around him? Why was Maya still trying to hold back 
tears beside his bed? Why did they even CARE? He tried to murder someone for 
fuck’s sake; they should have cut all ties to him. He wouldn’t even be surprised if 
Chie distanced herself after that, as much as it would hurt. That was the 
punishment for him falling for the shadow’s tricks. “...Why?” 


“What do ya mean why?” Kanji scoffed, as if that were the stupidest question he 
had ever heard. He would have thought Justin would have known the answer by 
heart by now; the very fact that he had to question it was laughable to Kanji. Justin 
blinked a couple times. He suspected what their reply was, but he wasn’t quite sure 
he believed it. And that just brought up another ‘why?’ Why did they want anything 
to do with him now...? He didn’t get it at all. Maybe that was his problem. 


“What, you didn’t think we’d just leave you here, did you?” Rise teased him slightly, 
a chuckle under her breath as she spoke. Justin opened his mouth, though no words 
came out when he went to speak. He really had no idea what to say. Did he 
acknowledge what his shadow had tried to do? Did he continue to question why his 
friends insisted on tormenting him with their good graces, why they continued to 
put up with him even after what he had succumbed to? He just didn’t get any of 
this. 


“Friends don’t leave friends behind, dude.” Yosuke smirked. Figures even the 
people who hated him were here trying to hide behind a smile to confuse him even 
more than he was. They had to be lying to Justin; just trying to trick him or 
something. No one just acted like this without some hidden motivation. The 
question is what it was and just to what sinister degree. Yu smiled at Justin for a 
moment, though his grin slowly faded as he realized just how out of place Justin felt 
right now, just how confused he was. It was good for him to realize his friends were 
here for him; but after the trauma of last night, it might have been a little much. 
And it was pretty obvious Justin was very wary of Naoto given how often his eyes 
shot out towards her, curiously examining her expression for any signs that she 
might be onto his game. She wasn’t really smiling, though she didn’t seem to be 
upset about anything. She just didn’t know Justin well enough to really... well... feel 
bad. Regardless, Justin was clearly suspicious of hell, which was the exact opposite 
of what Yu was trying to accomplish here. 


“Well, we just wanted to make sure you were doing alright. I'll tell the doctor and 
tell him you’re up. In the mean time, you get some rest.” Yu smiled warmly before 
gesturing towards the others with his head that they should take their lead. They all 
seemed confused that they had waited her just to talk to Justin for all of one minute. 
Maya didn’t even acknowledge Yu’s order for everyone to scram. She refused to 
leave the bed side. Yu was about to tell her she should leave too, but given the look 
in her eyes, it might have been good for Maya to get everything out of her system 
while she was here. Yu soon began to take his leave, leading the group out the 
door... Or at least, it seemed like he was leaving. In actuality he was just hearding 
the others out. “Ah crap; | think | left my cell-phone somewhere. Can one of you 
guys get the doctor while | look?” 


“Yeah, sure. No problem.” Yosuke remarked after a moment, eyeing Yu 
suspiciously. He didn’t recall Yu ever taking his phone out while he was here, so he 
could already tell something was fishy here. Alas, fishy or not, Yosuke trusted Yu 
with these kinds of decisions. He just wished Yu would Say it to their face instead of 
trying to trick them all to leave. Yu immediately ran over to the window sill, mocking 
a search for the cell-phone as the others left. Mostly anyway. Naoto stopped for a 
moment as she was about to leave, her foot half way out the door, as if she had 
frozen in place. It only took a second more before she turned around to eye the bed- 
ridden boy and his sister kneeling at his bed side, lips trembling, tears in my eyes. 


“.,.Pardon the interruption, senpai, but | never got the chance to offer my 
condolences.” Naoto suddenly turned about to talk to the two, taking advantage of 
the lack of people in the room. Sure Yu could easily ease drop, but that wasn’t too 
big of a deal. Maya stared back at Naoto a little confused by the interruption, but 
otherwise still self-absorbed in her sorrow. “For... whatever it may be worth... I’m 
sorry about what happened to Miss Jefferies... If | had known, |...” Naoto struggled 
to find the right words to expresses her apologies, eyes staring at the wall as she 
tried to gather her thoughts. Justin was just stuck in bed watching with great 


curiosity. It was strange; every fiber of Justin’s being knew she was lying, that she 
didn’t really care, but... But he wasn’t angry. He wasn’t livid that Naoto had the 
balls to make their tragedy with a faulty apology. He just... He didn’t feel a damn 
thing. Just empty. 


“...Forget it.” Justin cut her off before he could hear anymore of the dreadful excuse 
of an apology that Naoto had in mind. “No seriously. If this apology drags on any 
longer | might change my mind. Scram.” Justin remarked with sarcasm before 
pointing towards the door, not necessarily in a forceful way, but as if to give her 
permission to leave at her leisure. Naoto stood there a little flabbergasted, but 
she’d abide by Justin’s wishes if he so pleased. He passed the two one last glance 
before walking out the door, closing the passage way behind her as she left. Justin 
shook his head a bit. “I probably shouldn’t have been the one forgiving her.” He 
remarked, turning his gaze over to Maya. She was the victim here; and it was her 
choice whether she wanted to push against Naoto, if she wanted Naoto to face 
punishment for her deeds. Justin could not forgive for what he was not the victim of. 
And for what it’s worth; he didn’t deserve an apology anymore. He’d say they were 
about even on the screwing each other over turf right about now. Maya smiled 
Slightly at Justin, eyes still shimmering from the tears that filled her pupils. She 
shook her head, perhaps signifying she didn’t care, if the smile was anything to go 
by. 


“Maybe not; but | think you needed to get that out of your system.” Yu smiled at 
Justin as he slowly crept his way back to the bed, eyes darting about the room as if 
to check if anyone else was around. God knows if anyone saw this he would be ina 
LOT of trouble. His hands slowly darted into his pocket, sliding out an all too familiar 
metal object, black now from being burnt in the fire. “I believe you dropped this.” Yu 
remarked snidely as he tossed the gun over to Justin. Justin caught it, but 
reluctantly so, eyes wide with terror as he eyed the pistol. Hell, Maya could not have 
jumped back from that gun faster than she did. She did NOT like seeing Justin with a 
gun, even before what had happened last night. Justin examined the weapon as he 
bit his bottom lip, slowly shaking his head side to side. It was only a couple seconds 
later that he tossed the weapon back to Yu. 


“No... No, | don’t want it anymore. God knows | don’t trust myself with one 
anymore.” Justin remarked dully. He wanted to say how he wouldn’t need it, how he 
was serious about leaving the team, but... But he didn’t know what to think of this 
anymore. He couldn’t take the stress of constantly having to worry about his friends 
in the television... But the way they were her for him, even after he went full on 
schizoid pyromaniac. How could he possibly abandon them after what they had 
done for him? They didn’t abandon him... why should he? He just... Didn’t know 
what to think anymore. Yu shook his head a bit as he held the pistol in his hand. 


“No, but | do.” Yu remarked. He was holding the gun so that Justin could grab at by 
grip should he so choose, though Justin never so much as stretched his hand out to 


consider taking the gun back. Even if he returned to the team... He didn’t want it 
anymore. He was tired of fighting and destroying. It was just leading him down a 
path he didn’t want to follow. Yu sighed a bit as he slipped the gun back in his 
pocket. He was going to make sure he disposed of this if Justin wasn’t going to take 
it back. He didn’t need Dojima or Nanako finding it after all. “...Don’t blame yourself 
for what happened Justin. Your shadow was what did all of that; not you.” 


“No, but | gave my shadow control... It’s just as much my fault as it is his.” Justin 
rebutted quickly, an upset tone of voice, eyes feeling as though they were tearing 
up though they remained dry. Yu shook his head as he sat at the foot of Justin’s 
bed, head still turned to the side to face Justin. It was a bit of a strange place to sit, 
but Justin didn’t care. 


“Your shadow is a liar; he always has been... And you were upset. We don’t blame 
you for losing control. Neither should you.” 


“But | do. Because my shadow and me... we’re one and the same.” 


